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Due to the 1997 Asian financial crisis and deterioration of domestic labor markets, the 
Thai government implemented an international labor mobility restriction policy from 1998 to 
2000. Under this policy, international labors from Myanmar, Cambodia, and Laos (Known as 
MCL workers) were prohibited from working in a number of provinces in Thailand. The purpose 
of this thesis is to examine the impacts of international labor mobility restriction on internal 
migration of Thai citizens in Thailand. The micro data of internal migration in 1990, and 2000 is 
utilized in the empirical analysis, using the difference-in-difference approach based on a gravity 
model. The empirical results suggest that the restricted policy is likely to benefit the local labor 
market in the restricted region reflected by the lower unemployment rate. More importantly, the 
restricted region was able to attract more inflows from both high-skilled and low-skilled workers 
than the non-restricted region. However, the non-restricted region experienced a faster economic 
growth than the restricted region when the international labor mobility restriction policy was put 
in place.  
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The influx of the international workers from Thailand’s neighboring countries had been 
welcomed by Thai government as the country’s economy was expanding in early 1990. However, 
when the 1997 Asian financial crisis hit the Thai economy, the domestic labor market started to 
deteriorate. In order to combat the high unemployment rate, the Thai government implemented 
an international labor mobility restriction policy during 1998-2000. Under this policy, 
international workers from Myanmar, Cambodia, and Laos (known as MCL workers) were 
prohibited from working in a number of provinces in Thailand. There are several researchers 
(Paitoonpong and Chalamwong (2011); Pitayanon (2001); Krittaya (2007); Kulkolkarn (2010); 
Pholphirul and Piriya (2012)) in Thailand who studied the impacts of the international labors on 
the local labor market, which implies that the immigration of the international labors had become 
an important issue to examine in Thailand’s economy. However, the impact of the international 
labor mobility restriction on internal migration has not been examined. Hence, this thesis aims to 
fulfill the gap of the existing literature. 
 
In early 2017, industrial sector plans to use the advanced technology to increase the 
productivity in manufacturing industries such as automotive industries, computer industries, and 
electronic component industries1. The advanced technology is likely to replace Thai workers 
especially for those who are low-skilled workers, and threaten the Thai local labor market as well.  
The ministry of labor plans to adopt the restricted policy, which was initially implemented in 
1998 to protect the local labor market from the international labor competition. This issue 
provides the motivation to investigate the effectiveness of the previous restricted policy. Thus, 
this thesis aims to examine the impact of international labor mobility restriction on internal 
migration in Thailand that was implemented back in 1998 in order to learn the past policy, which 
will consequently guide the Thai government to implement the right policy to solve the 
upcoming economic crisis. 
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1.2 Internal Migration Trend in Thailand 
 
Including the past few decades, the internal migration trend for Thai citizens is in the 
downward trend, as Thai citizens tend to internally migrate to the destination province 
permanently rather than temporarily. Those who migrate not only migrate to a province that 
shares the same border, but also migrate to the province that is located within the same region 
even though the province does not share the same border. The internal migration occurred the 
most during the mid 1990’s to the early 2000’s. This is perhaps due to the government expansion 
of industrial locations to rural areas. One of the main reasons2 of migrating was job seeking, 
meaning that the more the job availability, the more likely for the locals to migrate to that 
particular destination province. 
 
According to internal migration data from National Statistics of Thailand, during the year 
1994 to 2002, rural to rural migration accounts for the majority (36.91%), followed by urban to 
rural (34.27%), rural to urban (15.87%), and finally urban to urban (13.84%).3 Therefore, the 
rural destinations seem to be preferred over urban. The number of internal migration in 
the1990’s and 2000’s for each province would account averagely for 27,876 migrants, and 
27,324 migrants, respectively. The migration rate at provincial level dropped from 3.58% to 
3.16%, which is relatively small emphasizing that Thai citizens tend to migrate permanently 
rather than temporarily.  
 
1.3 Myanmar, Cambodia, and Laos Migration Trend in Thailand 
 
Thailand and its neighboring countries have a very long history and maintain a great 
economic relationship, especially with Myanmar, Cambodia, and Laos. Myanmar citizens have 
migrated to Thailand since 1988. In 1988, Myanmar had political strife that lead to violence. 
Because of these Myanmar citizens then preferred to work in Thailand for their own safety, and 
to better their living conditions through higher wages. During the 19th century, Thailand has had 
                                                        
2 Migration Statistics by reason, National Statistics of Thailand 
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a relatively high demand for labors and the international labors from Myanmar, Cambodia, and 
Laos were welcomed with open arms. 
 
The migration flow of MCL workers from 1996 to 2007 is shown in Figure 1. The migration 
flows of MCL workers in the past decades fluctuated but the overall trend is increasing. 
According to Krittaya (2007) migration data during 1998-2000, the majority of MCL workers 
came from Myanmar, which accounted for 85%, 9% from Cambodia, and 6% from Laos. 
Regarding their educational background, approximately 10% 4  of MCL workers completed 
university, and the remaining range from completed high school to no schooling which appear to 
have a equivalent proportion to Thai high-skilled. The demographics and educational 
background are considered to be similar to Thai workers except for the wage received for MCL 
low-skilled workers. Before 2011, MCL low-skilled workers received the wage lower than the 
minimum wage received by Thai low-skilled workers. Plus, majority of MCL workers are able to 
communicate in Thai. Hence, the influx of workers from MCL countries, most of which were 
low-skilled workers, Thai low-skilled workers would suffer from the increased competition. 
According to Kulkolkarn and Potipiti (2007), the wage for Thai low-skilled workers declined as 
the number of MCL workers increased. 
 












   Source: Krittaya (2007), Institute for Population and Social Research 
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1.4 International Labor Mobility Restriction Policy 
 
The international labor mobility restriction policy was implemented during April 28, 1998 to 
August 31, 2000 to improve the unemployment rate and to protect local labor from the 
international competition in the aftermath of the 1997 financial crisis. This policy restricted to all 
Myanmar, Cambodia, and Laos workers regardless of the skill level. Low-skilled MCL workers 
are allowed to work in eight industries (agriculture sector, construction sector, fishery, husbandry, 
transportation sector, mining, production sector, and household sector), whereas, there is no 
industry barrier for high-skilled workers from MCL countries. Most of MCL high-skilled 
workers work as teachers, researchers, non-governmental organization staffs, and etc. 
Additionally, the MCL workers had an option to register for the work permit on their own or 
register under the industry that they work with, were required to renew their work permit every 
year, and were required to have a health insurance card. The policy could be classified into two 
restrictions: the quantity restriction, and the location restriction as described in the below section. 
 
Quantity Restriction 
The quantity restriction refers to setting a quota for MCL workers. In these particular three 
years when the policy is implemented, only 100,000 MCL workers were allowed to stay in 
Thailand per year. The work permit issued for the MCL workers were based on first come first 
serve. As presented in Table 1, during the quantity restriction period (1998-2000), the numbers 
of MCL workers were legally registered, as foreign workers were 90,911, 99,974, and 99,656 
people, respectively. Therefore the quantity restriction is basically the restriction on the stock of 
MCL workers. For MCL workers, who failed to annually register, or exceed the quantity 
restriction, would be penalized, and deported back to their country of origin.  
 
Table 1: MCL Migration Statistics 
Year Total registered 
MCL labor 
migration (person) 







1996-1997 293,654 256,492 25,568 11,594 
1998 90,911 79,057 10,593 1,261 
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2000 99,656 90,724 7,921 1,011 
2001 568,249 451,335 57,556 59,358 
2002 430,074 349,264 38,614 42,196 
2003 288,780 247,791 19,675 21,314 
2004 844,387 629,260 110,018 105,109 
2005 913,855 702,915 99,214 111,726 
2006 460,014 405,379 24,952 29,683 
2007 501,570 476,676 12,094 12,800 
             
       Source: Krittaya (2007), Institute for Population and Social Research  
 
Location Restriction  
For the location restriction, MCL workers were allowed to work in specified provinces, 
which were mostly located along the borders and coastal provinces, and some provinces are 
industrial provinces. There were 33 provinces 5 that were allowed for MCL workers to work, 
while the other 37 provinces 6were restricted. MCL workers allowed to work can make their own 
decision of where to work within non-restricted region. The Thai government neither used 
economic characteristics nor employment status to make a decision on which province to be 
picked as non-restricted provinces, but instead picked the provinces that are located along the 
border for easy manage and control. It is undeniable that the government did not randomly 
choose the non-restricted provinces but tend to choose provinces that located along the border. 
Along the border, some provinces are poor (i.e. Nong Khai, Mae Hong Son, and Narathiwat), 
and some provinces are rich (i.e. Rayong, Chonburi, and Samut Prakan). For the restricted region 
some provinces are poor (i.e. Phattalung, Surin, and Loei), and some provinces are rich (i.e. 
Pathum Thani, Phra Nakhon si Ayutthaya, and Nakhon Pathom). Thus, restricted region, and 
non-restricted region are comparable. The restricted region, and non-restricted region are listed 
below in Table 2. 7  This thesis examines both location restriction, and quantity restriction. 
However, if quantity restriction is absent, the policy effect would be bigger. In other words, this 
thesis merely investigates the lower-bound of the location restriction. 
 
                                                        
5 For consistency, we consolidated 37 provinces into 33 provinces, which were in place in 1990. 
6 For consistency, we consolidated 40 provinces into 37 provinces, which were in place in 1990. 
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Table 2: Restricted Region and Non-Restricted Region Provinces List 
Non-Restricted Region Restricted Region 
1. Samut Prakan 







9. Nong Khai  
10. Nakhon Phanom & Mukdahan 
11. Chiang Mai 
12. Chiang Rai & Phayao 
13. Phichit 




18. Samut Sakhon 
19. Samut Songkhram 
20. Phetchaburi 





26. Prachuap Khiri Khan 
27. Phangnga 






1. Pathum Thani 
2. Phra Nakhon si Ayutthaya 
3. Ang Thong 
4. Lopburi 
5. Singburi 
6. Chai Nat 
7. Chachoengsao 
8. Nakhon Nayok 
9. Saraburi 
10. Nakhon Ratchasima 
11. Udon Thani & Nong Bua LamPhu 






17. Khon Kaen 
18. Maha Sarakham 
19. Roi Et 
20. Kalasin 







28. Nakhon Sawan 
29. Uthai Thani 
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1.5 Literature Review 
 
There are a number of existing studies that studied the impact of immigration on local labor. 
(Borjas (2006); Card (2001)) suggest that local labor wages would drop if the immigrants are 
substitutes, and opposite if they are complements. While Friedberg and Hunt (1995), rather 
emphasize on growth, and conclude that immigrants are actually a complement to the native 
workers and accelerate the growth of host country. There are some researchers (Carrasco et al 
(2008); Holzer (2011); Friedberg (2001)) who argue that the immigrants have no significant 
effect on either native wages or the unemployment rate. For instance, Carrasco et al (2008), 
studied the impact of the international immigrants flow into Spain, and the authors’ empirical 
results suggest that the immigrants in Spain would not have any adverse impact on either 
Spanish local’s wages and employment rate even during the influx period in the mid 1990s. 
Similar to the empirical study from (Kritz and Gurak (2001); Pischke and Velling (1997)), 
suggest that immigrants have no significant impact on the internal migration of non-Hispanic 
native-born men, and foreign-born men in the U.S. However, it is still ambiguous to conclude 
whether or not the immigrants affect the local labor market condition as different conclusion are 
drawn while examining the impact of the immigrants on the local labor market condition. 
 
Additionally, Czaika and Parson (2015) studied the impact of a high-skilled policy on the 
internal migration in the 10 OECD countries by using the gravity model. Their study concluded 
that the policy does have a positive effect on the high-skilled migrants. This article provides the 
overview of the policy impact on high-skilled labor, which relates to the focus of this study. 
Even though their research still has not related to the core research that this thesis would like to 
examine, but it gives better understanding towards the policy impact on the high-skilled labor. 
Whereas, Duncan and Trejo (2011) studied the effect of low-skilled immigrants on the U.S. labor 
market. The authors point out that the low-skilled migration only slightly affected the U.S. labor 
wages. However, academic articles on the impact of restricted international labors policy to work 
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Focusing on Thai research, there are a few authors (Paitoonpong and Chalamwong (2011); 
Pitayanon (2001); Krittaya (2007); Kulkolkarn (2010); Pholphirul and Piriya (2012)) who have 
conducted research on the impact of the international labor flows into Thailand. Pitayanon (2001) 
conducted a study on the impact of illegal laborers from Myanmar, Cambodia, and Laos on Thai 
citizens, which provides a general idea of the impact on Thai laborers. Kulkolkarn (2010) who 
studied the impact of international laborers from Thailand’s neighboring countries, found that if 
there are more international workers in that particular province, it would lead Thai citizens to 
move out of that province, especially low-skilled workers as MCL workers, and local low-skilled 
workers are likely to be substitutes. Kulkolkarn and Potipiti (2007) had concluded that the 
increase in a number of international labors lower the local wages. However, the impact of 
international labor mobility restriction has not yet been examined in Thai economy. 
 
 As the variable of interest in this empirical research is to study the effect of the policy on 
the internal migration, the gravity model has been chosen for migration and policy analysis. 
There are numerous authors (Lottum and Marks (2012); Phuong and Mcpeak (2011); Filiztekin 
and Gokhan (2008); Fan (2005); Mayda (2009)) that have used gravity model to analyze the 
migration flow. This thesis follows the model of Lottum and Marks (2012). The authors applied 
the gravity model to analyze the government-supported migration policy, or the transmigration 
policy, which was implemented by the Indonesian government.  Indonesian government intends 
to use transmigration policy to alleviate demographic pressure of the densely populated islands. 
Their findings suggest that the transmigration policy is costly and less likely to be successful. 
Although, the authors focus on a different government policy but it provides better understanding 
on how to study the effect of the policy. However, the authors merely looked at the effect of total 
migration while this paper would look into two different skill levels, which are high-skilled 
workers, and low-skilled workers. Based on the existing research, the effect of the restriction of 
international labors mobility on the internal migration has not been focused, especially in 
Thailand. Hence, the lack of focus on the policy effects helps provide inspiration for the focus of 
this paper. 
 
The rest of this paper is organized as follows. Chapter 2 describes data, and empirical 
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approach based on gravity model, and the difference-in-difference approach based on extended 
gravity model. Chapter 3 represents the empirical results. The robustness check for each model is 





























Degree papers are in the “Xiamen University Electronic Theses and Dissertations Database”. Full
texts are available in the following ways: 
1. If your library is a CALIS member libraries, please log on http://etd.calis.edu.cn/ and submit
requests online, or consult the interlibrary loan department in your library. 
2. For users of non-CALIS member libraries, please mail to etd@xmu.edu.cn for delivery details.
厦
门
大
学
博
硕
士
论
文
摘
要
库
